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ABSTRACT
This experiment is based on the Netflix
show called the “The Staircase”. In the
Netflix original, “The Staircase”, a women
falls down the stairs and dies, but
invertigators are unsure if this was an
accident or murder. The womans’ husband
was initially accused of murdering her, but
after going through additional evidence it
seemed to be an accident.
After looking at the autopsy results, there
was evidence of multiple blunt force
traumas shown in figure 9. This didn’t seem
to be an accident, it rather looked like a
homicide. To show the difference between
falling down the stairs accidentally, and
being pushed, an experiment will be
performed asking the main question of this
experiment which case does more damage
to the skull?

INTRODUCTION
Research is inspired by the Netflix show,
called “The Staircase: the Story Behind the
Series”, based on a true story. On December
9th, 2001 Kathleen Peterson was found dead
at the bottom of the staircase. Michael
Peterson, her husband, found her laying in
the pool of her own blood. This case was so
interesting because when an autopsy was
performed on her they discovered some
traumatic blunt marks on her scalp, that lead
to the suspicion that this could be a homicide
case rather than an accident.
One experiment will consist of an
accidental fall in the stairs and the second
experiment will consists of an object hitting
the skull before throwing it down the stairs.
The experiment will be executed in a similar
pattern using dead rabbits. One will
accidentally fall and other will be purposely
pushed down the stairs. The impact will be
different and so will the outcome, but their
skull and the interior portion of the body
mimics us.
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METHODS AND MATERIALS
Materials used for this experiment were:
• Three Dissected Rabbits
• University’s staircase front of Fine Arts
Building
• Camera
• Dissection Kit
• Back end of the Stapler
To portray the Netflix show, three rabbits were
picked, each labeled as shown in Figure 1 as rabbit A
was accidental, rabbit B was purposely, and rabbit C
was trauma. The experiment took place in the
staircase that is right in front of the Fine Arts
Building. First trial, the accidental rabbit was slightly
pushed down the stairs. The second trial, the
purposely rabbit was thrown down the stairs. One
person will be holding the rabbit and the other will
assist in pushing the rabbit down.
Lastly, for trail three, first the rabbit will be struck
by the end of the stapler at the skull first. After
couple of swings, then it will be pushed down the
stairs seeing if any other damage is caused or not.
Later the dissection will take place where first the
rabbit will be palpated for results, and then
dissection of the skull to look for fractures.

RESULTS
Due to the changes in the experiment, the best
option for this experiment was to work with dissected
rabbits. Rabbit A, which was the accidental rabbit, was
pushed down the stairs about five times, as it was hard
to push a dead dissected rabbit down. When the
dissection was performed, the knee was dislocated,
and the femur was broken. Also, either cervical
vertebrae 6 or 7 was broken.
For Rabbit B, which was the purposely pushed
rabbit, was dropped down the stairs in one swing.
During the dissection when palpating the left
zygomatic bone was broken, but no other damage was
found to the rabbits’ skeleton.
Lastly, Rabbit C, the trauma one was hit with the
stapler about five times and then one last hit in the
head that pushed the rabbit down the stairs. Since it
didn’t make it all the way, it was kicked in the head
twice to reach the platform. When palpating, the
supraorbital margin and part of the zygomatic bone
both felt sharp to the touch. After dissecting and
looking at closer, it seemed broken, assuming due to
the impact. No other significant discoveries were found
among the rabbits. It was shocking to see that the
accidental rabbits had more damage than the rabbit
that was hit in the head with a stapler.

DISCUSSION

Figure 2: 15 Steps of stairs
that were used for the
experiment

Figure 1: Labeled rabbits

Skull of a Rabbit

Figure 4: Reserved rabbit skull

Rabbit B Findings: Purposely

Figure 7: Broken zygomatic bone on
the left side

Figure 3: Stapler was the
choice of weapon for Rabbit C

Rabbit A Findings: Accidental

Figure 5: Broken Patella
and Femur

Rabbit C Findings: Trauma

Figure 8: Broken supraorbital margin
and zygomatic bone on the right

Figure 6: Broken C6 or C7

Kathleen Peterson

Figure 9: Autopsy Sketch of
her blunt force trauma

Types of Fractures

Figure 10: Different types of human
skull fractures

Figure 11: Rabbit Skull fractures

Focus of the experiment was to notice any
fractures on the skull in three different scenarios.
There are about five different sorts of blunt force
trauma: depressed, linear, comminuted, basilar,
hinge and contrecoup. Depressed fracture is a type of
compound fracture causing a depress in the skull.
Linear fracture is a thin line that doesn’t cause any
splints, depress, or distortions. Comminuted fracture
is break of a splinter bone in the skull into 2 or more
fragments. Basilar fracture is the break of the skull at
the base.
According to some researchers, blunt forces
trauma can be observed in cases that are classified as
accidents, suicides and homicides. But due to the
limited elasticity of the skull, some of the severe
impacts eventually deform the bone. If the elastic
limit of the bone is completely exceeded, then the
blunt force trauma may cause of fractures either at
the site of impact or maybe some dislocations may be
observed. The severity of the trauma depends on the
amount and the thickness of hair and the thickness of
scalp are considered when observing the impact site.
It seems, that in the rabbits, the impact site was
focused on the skull, but the pressure was relieved in
the mandible and the anterior part of the skull.
Focusing all the trauma injuries on the zygomatic
and the suborbital margin.

CONCLUSIONS

Figure 12: Blunt force trauma
fractures on human skull

Out of my three rabbits that the experiment was
performed on, only the accidental rabbit had more
broken bones compared to purposely and trauma
rabbits. Proving the hypothesis wrong. All three
rabbits suffered minor damage on the skull. Mainly
the zygomatic bone and the suborbital margin was
affected at most, as the impact traveled to the
mandible and anterior of the skull. No distinct blunt
force trauma was noticed in any of the skulls.
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